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The quest for ambergris, a substance found in the intestinal
canals of sperm whales, and the result of what in plain English
we would call a bilious attack on the part of the unfortunate
whale, has driven more ships to the coasts of Brazil and
Madagascar and the Moluccas than the search for herring or
sardines or other forms of useful food. For ambergris could be
used as a base for many perfumes that smelled deliciously of
flowers and distant lands, whereas food was merely food and not
half as interesting.
A change in fashions which made the women of the seventeenth
century wear their corsets underneath their gowns and out of
sight (twelve-course dinners were bad for the figure) was directly
responsible for much of our knowledge of the Arctic. As soon as
Paris had decided that hats should be adorned with aigrets, those
hunters who went after the white herons to deprive them of their
head plumes (regardless of the feet that this meant the extinction
of one of the loveliest and noblest birds of all creation) penetrated
further into southern lagoons than when they were merely in quest
of their daily bread and butter.
I might continue the list for almost a dozen more pages. What-
ever was rare and therefore expensive has always been an object of
desire to those who, by a wasteful demonstration of their riches,
hoped to impress their less fortunate neighbours. Ever since the
beginning of history, luxury rather than necessity has been the
real pioneer of progress along the lines of exploration. And when
we study the map of prehistoric Germany carefully we can still
trace the old luxury routes, for in the main they are the same as
those of medieval and modern times.
Take the conditions some three thousand years ago. The
mountain-ridges of the south, the Harz, the Erz Mountains, and
the Riesengebirge, were situated hundreds of miles away from the
sea. The plain that stretched northward towards the North Sea
and the Baltic had long since changed from marshland into dry
land and was now thickly covered with forests. And Man, follow-
ing in the wake of the glaciers, which had now retreated in the
general direction of Scandinavia and Finland, had claimed this
entire wilderness as his own. Among the hills of the south, the